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MASTERING HESI CASE STUDIES:
BREATHING PATTERNS
EXPLAINED

For  nursing students  preparing for  the
H E S I  e x a m ,  f e w  t o p i c s  a r e  a s
crit ical—and  as  chal lenging—as
interpreting breathing patterns  in  case
studies.  Understanding how to  analyze
respiratory data and apply it to clinical

scenarios  is  not  just  about  passing  a
test; it is about building the foundational
skills needed for safe patient care. This
comprehensive guide explores HESI case
studies  answers  related  to  breathing
patterns,  offering  clear  explanations,
clinical insights, and proven strategies to
help you excel.
Whether you are reviewing for the HESI
RN,  PN,  or  advanced  specialty  exam,
mastering  the  nuances  of  respiratory
assessment  will  boost  your  confidence
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and improve your  critical  thinking.  We
will  walk  through  common  abnormal
breathing patterns, how to decode case
study  clues,  and  how  to  formulate
accurate answers that align with nursing
priorities.

WHY BREATHING PATTERNS
MATTER IN HESI CASE STUDIES

Breathing patterns are a pillar of patient
assessment.  In  HESI  case studies,  you
are frequently asked to identify the type
of  breathing  pattern,  recognize  its
clinical  significance,  and  determine  the
appropriate nursing intervention. These
questions test  your ability  to integrate
pathophysiology,  pharmacology,  and
patient  safety.
Because the HESI exam is designed to
mimic real-world clinical reasoning, case

studies  often  present  patients  with
respiratory  distress,  neurological
impairment,  or  metabolic  imbalances.
Your  ability  to  distinguish  between
patterns  like  Cheyne-Stokes,  Biot’s,
Kussmaul,  and  tachypnea  can  directly
influence  the  answers  you  choose.
Moreover,  the  exam  expects  you  to
prioritize  interventions  based  on  the
severity  and  underlying  cause  of  the
abnormal pattern.

Key Respiratory
Terms You Must
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Know
Before  diving  into  specific  case  study
scenarios,  let’s  review  essential
vocabulary  that  appears  repeatedly  in
HESI  questions  related  to  breathing
patterns:

Eupnea: Normal, relaxed
breathing with a rate of 12–20
breaths per minute in adults.
Tachypnea: Rapid, shallow
breathing, often above 20 breaths
per minute. Common in fever,
anxiety, or respiratory disorders.
Bradypnea: Abnormally slow
breathing, below 12 breaths per
minute. Can be caused by opioid
overdose, brain injury, or
metabolic depression.

Hyperventilation: Increased rate
and depth of breathing leading to
excessive CO₂ elimination. Often
results in respiratory alkalosis.
Hypoventilation: Decreased rate
and depth, leading to CO₂
retention and respiratory acidosis.
Cheyne-Stokes respiration: A
cyclic pattern of gradually
increasing then decreasing depth
of respirations, followed by a
period of apnea. Often seen in
heart failure, stroke, or at end of
life.
Biot’s respiration: Clusters of
breaths of equal depth separated
by periods of apnea. Associated
with central nervous system
damage, such as meningitis or
brainstem injury.
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Kussmaul respiration: Deep,
rapid, and labored breathing, often
called "air hunger." Classic sign of
metabolic acidosis, especially
diabetic ketoacidosis (DKA).
Apneustic breathing: Prolonged
inspiration with a pause at full
inspiration, followed by a brief,
insufficient expiration. Indicates
damage to the pons.
Ataxic breathing: Completely
irregular pattern with random
shallow and deep breaths and
unpredictable apnea. Often a sign
of impending respiratory arrest.

ANALYZING BREATHING
PATTERNS IN HESI CASE STUDIES

When you encounter a HESI case study
involving  breathing  patterns,  the  first

step  is  to  carefully  read  the  patient’s
history,  vital  signs,  and any laboratory
data provided. The exam often embeds
clues  about  the  underlying  cause.  For
example,  a  patient  with  diabetes  who
presents with deep, rapid breathing and
a fruity odor to the breath likely has DKA
and Kussmaul respirations. Your answer
should  reflect  both  the  pattern
identification  and  the  appropriate
nursing  action,  such  as  administering
insulin or monitoring serum potassium.
Another  common  scenario  involves  a
patient with a traumatic brain injury who
exhibits  a  cluster  breathing  pattern.
Here,  the  correct  answer  may  involve
e levat ing  the  head  o f  the  bed ,
monitoring  intracranial  pressure,  and
preparing  for  possible  mechanical
ventilation.  The  HESI  expects  you  to
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connect  the  breathing  pattern  to  the
neurological pathophysiology.

Step-by-Step
Approach to
Answering
Breathing
Pattern
Questions

Identify the pattern: Look for1.
keywords in the case study
description. Is the breathing

described as “deep and sighing”?
That points to Kussmaul. “Cycles
of apnea” suggests Cheyne-
Stokes.
Determine the cause: Use the2.
patient’s diagnosis, lab values, and
medications to infer the etiology.
Metabolic acidosis, neurological
injury, or drug overdose will guide
your reasoning.
Prioritize nursing3.
interventions: The HESI often
asks, “What should the nurse do
first?” Your answer should focus on
airway, breathing, and circulation
(ABCs), followed by specific
treatments.
Consider complications: Always4.
think about what could go wrong.
For example, if the patient is
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hypoventilating, the risk is
respiratory acidosis and
hypoxemia. The correct answer
might involve administering
oxygen or preparing for non-
invasive ventilation.

SAMPLE HESI CASE STUDY WITH
BREATHING PATTERNS

Let’s walk through a realistic example.
The  following  case  study  is  typical  of
what you might see on the HESI:
A  72-year-old  male  with  a  history  of
congestive heart failure is admitted for
shortness of breath. On assessment, the
nurse  notes  that  his  respirations
gradually  increase  in  depth  and  rate,
then decrease, followed by a 20-second
period  of  apnea.  The  pattern  repeats

every 60 seconds. His oxygen saturation
is  88%,  heart  rate  98,  blood  pressure
140/82, and temperature 37.1°C.
Question: What breathing pattern is the
client exhibiting, and what is the nurse’s
priority action?
Analysis:  The  description  matches
Cheyne-Stokes  respiration,  common  in
heart failure due to prolonged circulation
time and altered central chemoreceptor
sensitivity.  The  priority  action  is  to
improve oxygenation. The nurse should
elevate the head of the bed, administer
supplemental  oxygen  as  ordered,  and
prepare to assess for pulmonary edema.
Additional  interventions  might  include
monitoring  respiratory  status  closely,
checking  arterial  blood  gases,  and
notifying the healthcare provider if  the
pattern worsens.
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This  example  demonstrates  how  to
synthesize  pattern  recognition  with
clinical judgment. Your answer should be
specific  and  reflect  the  HESI  emphasis
on  safety  and  prioritization.

COMMON MISTAKES STUDENTS
MAKE WITH BREATHING PATTERN
QUESTIONS

Even well-prepared students sometimes
struggle with these questions. Here are
pitfalls to avoid:

Confusing patterns: Biot’s and
Cheyne-Stokes both involve
apnea, but Biot’s has
unpredictable clusters while
Cheyne-Stokes is cyclical. Practice
distinguishing them.
Ignoring underlying causes:

Identifying the pattern is only half
the battle. The HESI wants you to
link the pattern to a condition
(e.g., bradypnea with opioid
overdose).
Overlooking safety: Always
consider airway patency and
oxygenation first. Do not jump to
administering medications without
ensuring the patient can breathe.
Misinterpreting lab values:
Blood gas results often accompany
respiratory pattern questions. A
low pH and low CO₂ indicate
metabolic acidosis (Kussmaul); a
high pH and low CO₂ indicate
respiratory alkalosis
(hyperventilation).
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STRATEGIES FOR RETAINING
BREATHING PATTERN

KNOWLEDGE

To cement  your  understanding for  the
HESI, use active recall and mnemonics.
For example, associate “Kussmaul” with
“Ketoacidosis”  (both  start  with  K).
Remember Cheyne-Stokes by the phrase
“Cheyne slowly rises and falls before the
Stokes  (pause).”  Create  flashcards  with
pattern names, descriptions, causes, and
nursing actions.
Additionally,  practice  with  HESI-style
case  studies  from  reputable  review
books  or  online  question  banks.  The
more  you  expose  yourself  to  varied
scenarios—such  as  a  patient  with
meningitis showing Biot’s respiration or
a  t r a u m a  p a t i e n t  w i t h  a t a x i c

breathing—the  more  automatic  your
clinical  reasoning  will  become.

Integrating
Breathing
Patterns with
Other
Assessments
In  real  nursing  practice,  breathing
patterns  are  never  interpreted  in
isolation. The HESI case studies will often
include  other  vital  signs,  neurological
checks, and lab results. For example, a
patient with tachypnea might also have
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fever, hypotension, or abnormal breath
sounds.  Your  answer  should  reflect  a
holistic  approach:  assess  lung  sounds,
check oxygen saturation,  and evaluate
the patient’s level of consciousness.
Remember  that  changes in  respiratory
pattern  can  be  early  indicators  of
deterioration.  A  patient  who  suddenly
shifts from eupnea to Biot’s respiration
may  be  exper iencing  increased
intracranial  pressure.  Quick recognition
can save lives. The HESI exam rewards
this kind of critical thinking.

HOW TO USE HESI CASE STUDIES
ANSWERS BREATHING PATTERNS
FOR EXAM PREP

Many  students  search  for  “HESI  case
studies answers breathing patterns” to

find model  responses.  While  it  is  helpful
to  review  example  answers,  do  not
simply memorize them. Instead, focus on
the reasoning process. The best way to
use these resources is to:

Read the case study carefully1.
without looking at the answer.
Write down your own analysis:2.
pattern, likely cause, priority
intervention.
Compare with the provided3.
answer and note differences.
Identify gaps in your knowledge4.
and review that content.
Repeat with different case studies5.
to build fluency.

This active learning approach will  help
you  retain  information  far  better  than
passive reading. Also, consider forming a
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study group where you discuss breathing
pattern  cases  aloud—explaining  your
reasoning  to  peers  strengthens  neural
pathways.

CONCLUSION

Understanding  breathing  patterns  is
essential for success on the HESI exam
and,  more  importantly,  for  providing
competent  nursing  care.  By  mastering
the  identification,  clinical  significance,
and  nursing  management  of  patterns
like  Cheyne-Stokes,  Kussmaul,  Biot’s,
and ataxic breathing, you equip yourself

with  a  powerful  assessment  tool.  The
key  is  to  approach  each  case  study
systematically:  identify  the  pattern,
c o n n e c t  i t  t o  t h e  u n d e r l y i n g
pathophysiology,  priorit ize  safe
interventions,  and  consider  potential
complications.  Use  practice  questions,
mnemonic  devices,  and  collaborative
study  to  solidify  your  skil ls.  With
consistent  effort,  you  will  not  only  find
accurate HESI case studies answers for
breathing patterns but also develop the
clinical  confidence  to  excel  in  your
nursing  career.


